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HOSEA BALLOU: CHALLENGE TO ORTHODOXY

Terre Haute, Indiana, (February 25, 2007)
Danville, Indiana, (May 27, 2007)

Rev. Doddie L. Stone

When I was attending seminary at Starr King School for the Ministry, we were required to have a class in Unitarian and Universalist history.  The sessions were filled with names and dates of long ago.  Feminist that I was (and still am) I found it difficult to remember who did what among all those “dead white males”.  Although I was delighted to find both a male and female ancestor tucked away in those history books, the rest tended to melt into a pool of the past.

Then it came time to have our oral examination with the Ministerial Fellowship Committee.  Their questions were always subjective, but usually included questions about famous people in church history.  I tried to remember some code words for the names I thought I’d be asked about, but I was sure I would get them all wrong and not pass the examination.  

When I learned that I could ask the first question, I decided to take a chance and talk about my two ancestors as proof I did know my history.  It worked!  I was not asked any more questions about those early New England names.

Years later, when I actually lived in the East, I began to put faces and places and meaning together to have more respect for those early pioneers in Unitarian and Universalist history.  I enjoyed my visits to Boston and walking the historical trails to the many Unitarian churches around Beacon Hill.  Those names began to make sense.

However, it was not until I moved to New Jersey that I came to understand why I considered myself more Universalist than Unitarian in my own personal theology.

When I began to think about new sermon topics, I remembered I had a book in my library that I had never read…. A book about the life of Universalist pioneer, Hosea Ballou.
I am drawing my material today from the book entitled

 Hosea Ballou, The Challenge to Orthodoxy, written by Ernest Cassara.  I will also be quoting from a sermon written by one of my colleagues, Rev. Jaco B. ten Hove, a minister in the Joseph Priestly District.  I felt fortunate to find a sermon he wrote in 2005 when I put the name, Hosea Ballou, into the Yahoo search engine.  Between these two sources, I hope to share some of what I learned about the life of a person defined as “one of the most influential figures in American religious life of the 19th century
Hosea Ballou was born in 1771, 5 years before the Declaration of Independence was signed.  He was the son of a Baptist minister so it is no surprise that he also chose to devote himself to the ministry. In 1789 Hosea was converted to Universalism where he continued his ministry in his new faith. Two years later he met John Murray, who is sometimes called the “Father of Universalism in America. when he attended a General Convention of Universalists in Oxford, Massachusetts.  The Universalist movement was so new at the time, there were only a few scattered churches in New England and only 16 or 18 Universalist ministers in the United States. Hosea was never to forget that conference and later was to become a guest preacher in some of John Murray’s churches.

Then as now, to give a name to your faith, did not mean that everyone agreed on the teachings of that particular faith.  Universalism was no exception to this rule.  One example of this difference of opinion became evident at one of Ballou’s services that was attended by John Murray’s wife, Judith.
She so strongly disagreed with his words that she sent a message to the choir master registering her displeasure.  Just as Ballou ended his prayer and was about to announce the hymn, the choir master arose and announced to the congregation:  “I wish to give notice that the doctrine which has been preached here this afternoon is not the doctrine that is usually preached in this house.”  Ballou listened attentively to the announcement and then said simply, “The audience will please to take notice of what our brother has said.” He then proceeded to read the hymn.
So what was this doctrine that was considered a heresy by the other churches of that time?  Rev. Joco B. ten Hove describes it in these words:

“The historical Universalist heresy was to deny the existence of both hell and original sin, a still-prevalent Christian doctrine which in essence says that human beings are born sinful, thanks to Adam and Eve’s primal transgression. Then, because of this original sin, we must seek divine forgiveness—or else live our life unsaved and risk the fate of the damned….for over two centuries now it has been steadily opposed by Universalists who instead posit a thoroughly loving God who would never damn anyone to eternal misery.  All souls will be saved, a belief known as Universal Salvation.”

The common challenge to this teaching asks:  “If all souls are automatically saved and there is no threat of hell to inspire people to behave, how can you control the common human inclination toward moral corruption?”

Hosea Ballou’s response to this question was the publication of a book entitled, A Treatise on Atonement.  This book is available from Skinner House and albeit wordy, in the vocabulary of the day, is still used by theologians to argue about theories of salvation and atonement.
Ballou’s radical teachings stated:

“Only love can overcome sin:  There is nothing in heaven above, nor in the earth beneath, that can do away sin, but love: and we have reason to be eternally thankful, that love is stronger than death… to reconcile us to God.”

Here is another excerpt from A Treatise on Atonement:

“The cause of truth wants nothing in its service but the fruits of the Spirit, which are love, joy, peace, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness and temperance.  All the divisions which now exist among Christians, or ever have existed, were caused wholly by the want of those graces…If we agree in love, there is no disagreement that can do us any injury.  But if we do not, no other agreement can do us any good…”
Rev. ten Hove suggests: “ Our courageous ancestors were on some of the same paths we are on still, one of which is to uphold the value of religious inclusion. This is still a radical proposition—religious inclusion, since most organized aspects of the human spiritual instinct spend inordinate amounts of energy and verbiage on declaring who doesn’t belong to their particular brand of religiosity.”
In Ballou’s time his contemporaries were so concerned about the rapid spread of Universalism that pamphlets by ministers of other denominations were published under such titles as “Solemn and Important Reasons Against Being a Universalist”. 

Ballou and associates decided to publish their own magazine to explain and defend Universalist views.  Their publication was the first Universalist newspaper in America. 
It was named “The Magazine”. Everyone was invited to contribute including members of other denominations. Many articles were devoted to refuting the charge that Universalism leads to licentiousness.  The orthodox press was so threatened by this magazine that they published articles such as “The Death-Bed Exercises of a Woman who had Lived a Universalist, but had renounced the heresy just in time”.  
“She said she was struck with death’s cold chills—the darts of the King of terrors were piercing through every nerve.  She found her universal plan would not answer, and renounced it, observing, “The bridge on which I trusted has fallen under me—I am now dying and have no hopes of myself.”  Oh, my friend, my pen cannot describe, nor your imagination conceive the horrors of her mind.  Her screams of dying anguish, and groans of black despair were too much for poor human nature to endure. 
 But the dying woman found her peace in the prayers of her family and in her own renunciation of Universalism.”

Reactions to the new magazine, pro and con, came from all over the United States.  Complimentary copies were sent not only to editors of other magazines and periodicals, but also to various post offices throughout the country.  Opposition to this procedure was sometimes bitter, yet humorous as shown in this article:
“Answer a fool according to his folly…The following, which was returned on one of our subscription papers, as it appears from

J. Shaw, Post Master, Bradleysville, (S.C.) shows not only the bitter spirit of the opposition, but the profanity it which it is willing to indulge:

Infernal Pit:  My Good Friend—Continue as you have done widely to disseminate your very princely Magazine, and be assured that you shall shortly have one of the most exalted thrones amongst us.

Yours with all the love of a Fiend, Nick Lucifer.

REPLY:  We have for a long time been of opinion, that it was not necessary to go into the future world to find the infernal pit, so much talked of, and we are now furnished with a demonstration of the correctness of this opinion; the above letter came by mail directly from that pit, where it appears there is a Post Office and a Post Master.  We have the satisfaction also to be certified that the Universalist Magazine does not please those who in this infernal pit, for the number of the Magazine we sent there, was sent back with the above letter; but it was not scorched, nor was the smell of fire or brimstone on it.”
Opposition never fazed Ballou.  He thrived on it and the Magazine continued to do well.  

Although the magazine was popular, Ballou’s first love was preaching.  Only for special occasions did he prepare his sermons in written form before delivery, and even then he never took a manuscript into the pulpit.  He delivered his sermons extemporaneously , but he kept a sermon workbook that contained hundreds of sermon sketches in closely sprawled sentences.  With the exception of two collections which were stenographically recorded as he delivered them, his published sermons were written out after delivery.

His preaching was invariably argumentative.  No matter what the subject, he presented it as if someone were disputing him.  Even his prayers seemed to have an argumentative flavor although he did not use stock phrases.  It was said that if he did argue with God, he at least did so in an original manner.  
In Boston he preached three times each Sunday.  Practically all the seats were taken in the morning; in the afternoon many people were standing in the aisles, the evening, the aisles were crowded
.  Many hearers were visitors to Boston who went away convinced of the truth of his doctrine.  They took Universalism to their home communities and were responsible, in many cases for the birth of new societies.

Even the island of Nantucket heard his message of God’s universal salvation.  He spent 10 days on the island in 1820, after which he returned to the mainland and boarded a stagecoach at New Bedford for Boston. There was one other passenger aboard.  The stranger struck up a conversation:
“You just from the island, I suppose?”
“Yes”
“Well they say old Ballou is over there, preaching his heresy.  Did you see him?”
“Yes, I saw him,” Ballou answered amiably.

“Well, he’s a rough old fellow.  I don’t like him.”
“Why not?”
“Because he preaches that all men will be saved and to heaven in their sins, and no man in his senses can believe that!”

“But sir, did you ever hear him preach?”
“No, I hope not,” said the man determinedly.

“Then you may be misinformed as to what he does preach,” Ballou suggested mildly.  “Now I think he would say, if he were here, that he did not believe nor preach as you have represented.”
“But what does he believe , then?”
“I think he would say that sinners are to be saved from their sins, not in their sins.  Christ came to save the world from sin, not in sin; and furthermore we are told in the Scriptures that ‘he that is dead is free from sin’, and that is freed from sin must surely be holy, and consequently happy.”
The stranger was silent for a moment.  Then:  “Sir, if I may be so bold, where do you live when at home?”
“I live in Boston, sir.”
“Whose church do you attend?”
“Mr. Ballou’s church, sir.”
“What is your name?”
“My name is Ballou”.  
And despite Ballou’s friendly manner, the man, at a loss for something to say, left the coach at the next stop.

Ballou believed in a rational approach for his doctrine of salvation. 
 In this respect, he showed decidedly Unitarian leanings, reflecting his more scholarly neighbors who had become well known for their rationalist religion.  No Universalist before him had attempted such an innovative and methodical affirmation of their faith.  Some of his elders, such as John Murray, were quite put off by both his style and his content.  But Ballou stood his ground when he stated:

“Perhaps you may say we are not to use our reason in matters of religion, I answer: if we are not to understand the things of God by scripture and reason, I am a loss to know how to come at them.”

In his arguments, Ballou virtually begged for the application of sound reason to religious claims, especially the notion of eternal punishment.  He could not fathom how Christians might preach a God who would select only some to be saved.  He wrote:
“Love for the good cannot be induced by fear.  Man cannot be made to love even his Creator by the threat of punishment.  
The preaching of future rewards and punishments in order to persuade people to love God “is not only useless, but pernicious,’ for it implies that God and morality are inherently “unlovely and unworthy of being loved.”….If man realized that sin is inherently unpleasant, he would attempt to avoid sin.  As it is, he is intent on avoiding not sin but punishment—both here and hereafter.”

Earlier I mentioned that Ballou had Unitarian thoughts within his Universalist doctrine.  Like the Unitarians, he could not accept the concept of the Trinity.  He reasoned:

“I contend that if Christ be the Son of God, he is the son of himself, and is his own father… If Jesus Christ were really God, it must be argued that God really died.  Again, if the Godhead consists of three distinct persons, and each of these persons be infinite, then the whole Godhead amounts to the amazing sum of infinity multiplied by three!”
Even with his Unitarian understandings, Hosea Ballou and the Universalist movement in general were generally ignored by the Unitarian movement because they were considered to be “country cousins” without formal education.  This was in direct contrast to

the Unitarians, especially in New England who were often Harvard graduates.  While the Unitarians as a whole were a homogeneous group in the established church, the Universalists were “come outers” from all denominations.  The crudeness, even vulgarity, of some of the Universalist preachers assisted in nullifying their influence to the class conscious Unitarians.  

The Universalists were willing to exchange pulpits with all denominations represented in Boston at the time—including the Calvinist and Arminian churches.  It was believed this was a way of promoting truth and eliminating error.  The Unitarians, however, exchanged pulpits with Congregationalists, Baptists, and other orthodox religions, but very seldom with Universalists.  Ballou suggested that the Unitarian clergy were not afraid of orthodoxy in their pulpits, for they knew their people rejected it, but they would not allow Universalism for fear their people might accept it!
The Sunday School movement was considered a modern idea and originally rejected by Ballou.  He finally yielded on the subject after having opposed it for years on the ground that young minds are warped by the teaching given in such institutions.  The Sunday school classes began in 1835.  However, to further “right views of Christianity”, Ballou wrote a new catechism designed especially for use in Sunday Schools that was published in 1841.

As Ballou aged, so did Universalism. A new trend in preaching was beginning to emerge.  To this new style Ballou was never reconciled. 
 He felt that the younger men were replacing sermons on straight biblical truth with eloquent, even poetical sermons on moral themes.  Ballou protested by saying:  “For one, I am willing to confess that I have no relish for golden goblets which contain no wine, nor for costly dishes which contain no food.”
He wrote articles and letters on this subject until shortly before his death.  In one of these letters he stated:

“I feel it a duty to add, that within six months I have traveled in five of our Sates and preached in as many as fifteen towns to Universalist Societies, and it has been a very general complaint, made known to me, that the Societies were favored with but a very little doctrinal preaching, and heard scarcely any sermons designed to make people understand the Scriptures, or the great truths they teach.  But sermons suitable for moral and scientific lectures were nearly all the food the pastors gave their flocks.”

Even though times seemed to be changing, there was less opposition to Universalism when Ballou was in his seventies than when he was a young man.  By 1840 there were almost seven hundred societies in all the states and territories of the nation.  These figures were almost to double in the remaining dozen years of his life.  At his death there would be more than 800,000 adherents to the Universalist faith.
Hosea Ballou died on the morning of June 7, 1852.  The funeral procession included nearly one hundred Universalist clergymen extending a distance of half a mile.  

Tributes were paid to his life and work by both Universalist and Unitarian clergy.  One of the greatest tributes was spoken by Unitarian minister, Rev. Theodore Parker who said:

“There died in this city recently, a man, who a little more than half a century ago, arose in our midst, a man not remarkable for extensive culture or acquirements, but certainly remarkable for great energy, who received the sentiment that God is the Father and Friend of the whole race of man, that it was the will of our Heavenly Father that not one of his little ones would perish.

I refer to Rev. Hosea Ballou.  He went through the land proclaiming this great truth, and he has wrought a revolution in the thoughts and minds of men more mighty than any which has been accomplished during the same time by all the politicians in the nation.  At the commencement of his labors, there were probably not five thousand persons who would give heed to his teachings, now there are probably five million! An illustration of the great results which may be attained without the use of extraordinary means, by the persevering energy of a single mind.”

As we look back on the life and work of Hosea Ballou, what remains significant?  Ballou assumed that all parts of the Scriptures could be understood in the central light of God’s love for His children.  Ballou’s greatest contribution was that he translated issues into a language that people could understand.  If a doctrine was reasonable, it was true.  If not, it was to be discarded.  Such was the duty of the truly religious man; to accept no belief which could not be rationally defended.  The stern grip of Calvinism was broken by the efforts of simple, unlearned men, whose foremost champion was Hosea Ballou.

Today, we do not sing any of the many hymns written by Hosea Ballou, but as Unitarian Universalists, we do continue to follow many of the concepts he tried to explain.  For instance, we draw inspiration from the interdependent web of existence which might be confirming Ballou’s challenge that it is wrong to make a separation where the Almighty does not.

We believe in the individual worth and dignity of each person.  We continue to reject the idea of a judging deity that selects some over others.  We proclaim that all who walk through are doors are welcome if they also do not come to judge.
Rev. Jaco B. ten Hove concludes his sermon with words that also speak for what I believe as a Unitarian Universalist minister:

“It matters how we frame and explain our understanding of our Unitarian Universalist faith.  It matters that, with love, we have the wit to draw inviting circles; that we both establish high standards for ethical living and model an inclusive spirit.

It matters that you and yours are among us here, as the current generation of caretakers of this essential liberal religious vision of the universe, a message with deep roots that can feed a world hungry for strength in the face of severe trials.

There is no hell to fear.  Love and peace are the holy incentives toward morality.  All souls are saved.  So it was, so it is, and so may it be!”

Thanks for the life of Hosea Ballou….
